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Last week an amendment to the State Department appropriations bill restricting travel to Nicaragua
was approved in the House by a vote of 213 to 201. The sponsor was Robert Walker (R-Pa.),
described by Mary McGrory (WASHINGTON POST, 06/30/87) as an "indefatigable right-wing
activist, who sought to forbid passports to Americans who go to Nicaragua `to provide direct help
to the communists in Central America.'" Walker's amendment was unpalatable to even the most
pro- contra congresspersons: prohibiting US citizens to travel to a country with which the US has
diplomatic relations would be peculiar behavior when Washington is insisting that Moscow agree
to travel rights for Soviet citizens. Rep. Robert Smith (R-N.H.) then introduced an amendment
forbidding US citizens to go to Nicaragua "for the purpose of helping military operations of the
Sandinista government." Observers argued that the target of this congressional bombast which
its sponsors admit has no "teeth" is the late Benjamin Linder, the 27-year-old civil engineer from
Portland, Ore., who was killed by the contras. "Linder seems to have been a particularly dedicated
and beguiling kind of humanitarian and his death caused a fury of mortification on the right,"
says McGrory. According to Smith, sponsors did not have Linder in mind, but rather others who
might follow his example. "It's against the law to help the contras, it should be against the law to
help the Sandinistas. [Linder] may have gone down there to build a dam, but he was armed with
a Soviet-made weapon. Do you need a Soviet weapon to build a dam?" Among House Democrats
who voted for the amendment were two members of the Wisconsin delegation, Les Aspin and David
R. Obey. Obey doesn't think the bill will survive. Obey has voted against contra aid, while Aspin
has voted in favor. Aspin has promised liberals who helped him retain his chairmanship of the
Armed Services Committee that he would never vote for it again. Wisconsin has regarded Nicaragua
as "a sister state" for 20 years. The Wisconsin Coordinating Council on Nicaragua represents 70
organizations that send a steady stream of labor, leaders, lawyers, doctors, teachers and agricultural
experts to make life livable for Nicaraguans. Rep. Les AuCoin (D-Ore.) calls the Walker amendment
"an atrocity" and says that Democrats had no warning that it was coming to the floor. "Members
know it's crazy but they are terrified by the possibility of 30-second television spots from right-wing
guerrillas." House Majority Leader Thomas S. Foley (D-Wash.) has told colleagues that if the bill
stays in the State Department appropriations bill he will vote against the whole appropriation.
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